Class Consciousness in the School Library: An Examination of Equity and Book Fairs by Boland, Megan
 
Megan K. Boland. Class Consciousness in the School Library: An Examination of Equity 
and Book Fairs. A Master’s Paper for the M.S. in L.S degree. April, 2021. 63 pages. 
Advisor: Casey Rawson 
Research has shown that low-income students and students of color have unequal access 
to books and other library materials. While school book fairs can spark excitement for 
young readers, and nostalgia in adults, they can also serve as spaces and events where 
students have a harmful or negative experience related to class consciousness. With a 
phenomenological approach, this study examines how school libraries address issues of 
equity and inclusivity in the book fair space. Through a comparative case study approach, 
two public schools in Wake County, NC are examined in their implementation and 
approach to book fairs. Data collected from semi-structured interviews is analyzed 
through an open coding procedure. The anticipated findings will increase the field’s 
knowledge about the issues of equity in regards to book fairs, with potential implications 
for both researchers and practitioners. 
Headings: 
Library services for children 
School libraries  
School libraries--North Carolina 
School libraries -- Social aspects
 
CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS IN THE SCHOOL LIBRARY:  
AN EXAMINATION OF EQUITY IN SCHOOL BOOK FAIRS 
by 
Megan K. Boland 
A Master’s paper submitted to the faculty 
of the School of Information and Library Science 
of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Science in 
Library Science. 









Table of Contents 
 
Table of Contents .................................................................................................... 1 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................. 2 
Introduction ............................................................................................................. 3 
Literature Review.................................................................................................... 5 
Research Questions and Key Terms ..................................................................... 19 
Methodology ......................................................................................................... 22 
Positionality / Researcher Role ......................................................................... 22 
Sample / Research Participants ......................................................................... 23 
Data Collection Methods .................................................................................. 26 
Data Analysis Methods ..................................................................................... 27 
Results & Discussion ............................................................................................ 28 
Limitations, Impact, & Conclusion ....................................................................... 48 
References ............................................................................................................. 52 
Appendix A. Interview Guide ............................................................................... 57 
Appendix B. Recruitment Email Template ........................................................... 59 






I would like to thank both of the school librarians who agreed to participate in my 
research, Julie Stivers and Angie Headley. Their insights, stories, and perspectives were 
helpful and appreciated, both for this research and for my burgeoning career. I want to 
take this opportunity to thank all of my professors at SILS, especially Dr. Sandra Hughes-
Hassel and Dr. Casey Rawson (who also served as my advisor for this research), both of 
whom have helped me immeasurably while providing a sterling example of empathetic 
and equity-driven librarianship and pedagogy. I would also like to thank all of my peers 
at SILS for rousing, thoughtful class discussions that have truly helped me grow as a 
student and a librarian.  
I would like to thank my Grandma Winnie for her love and support (and the 
countless trips to the Jackson County Public Library) and my entire family. Most of all, I 
would like to thank my mother Kathy and my sister Erin; you have provided a veritable 
fountain of love, support, and laughter throughout my life and I know I would not be 





The experiences children and students have in school and public libraries have the 
opportunity to become formative experiences; if a student finds the library space is 
welcome, inclusive, and celebrating them and their voices, that can help engender a 
lifelong love of reading and learning. In addition, depending on a child’s access at home, 
or their access to a local public library or book store, school libraries may be a child’s 
only access to books, technology, and other learning materials (Hunsinger, 2015). A 
school library can be a powerful partner and collaborator with classrooms, and the school 
librarian role itself is an ideal position to serve as a change agent in learning communities  
However, when school book fairs occur, that space of learning and inclusivity has 
the potential to become a place of exclusivity. With this research, I examine issues of 
equity, inclusion, and social justice as they relate to book fairs in a public school setting. 
Discussion in social media platforms like Twitter has shown that while many have fond 
memories of book fairs, for others book fairs served as a reminder of their socio-
economic status, especially as it relates to their peers.  
Through a phenomenological approach, I explored how public school librarians in 
Wake County, NC implement book fairs in their settings, and assess their experiences 
and perspectives related to school librarianship, equity, and book fairs. This comparative 
case study utilized semi-structured interviews in order to collect data with each of the 
school librarians. The data was then coded in order to uncover themes from the 
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interviews. Ultimately, while this research was focused on two individual cases, 
























Diversity and Inclusion in Schools 
Role of the School Librarian 
School librarians occupy a unique and specialized role within the school culture, 
as well as within the library and information science field as a whole. Within the 
American Library Association (ALA), which exists as one of the most prominent guiding 
professional organizations in the field, there is the subdivision American Association of 
School Libraries (AASL). AASL serves as the guiding organization of school librarians 
in the United States, Canada, and across the world.  
These professional organizations help guide the mission and practices of school 
librarians, as well as the role they play within school communities. As Kathryn Roots 
Lewis, the immediate past president of AASL, described, "School librarians are the 
conduit for equity, access, knowledge, and, yes, kindness for all learners. The school 
library is a place of inclusion, where all learners can explore their own story, gaining 
awareness and celebrating who they are” (Habley, 2019, para. 3). This description of 
school librarians, and school libraries overall, presents a view of the ultimate mission for 
all school librarians: a mission of inclusivity, equity, and raising all of our students’ 
voices. This is also reflected in AASL’s Common Beliefs, which form the foundation of 
the official school librarian standards.   
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These six Common Beliefs were developed to provide a framework of 
what AASL and its members deemed to be central to the school librarian role. They 
address what role the school library plays in the learning community, as well as what 
makes a library an effective learning environment, and more. One Common Belief in 
particular is relevant to explorations of equity in the space- that of the second belief, 
“Learners should be prepared for college, career, and life” (“Common Beliefs,” n.d.). 
This Common Belief acknowledges that the school librarian role is one that is committed 
to inclusivity and equity. In addition, this Common Belief challenges school librarians to 
encourage community participation, to engage in inquiry-based learning, and to work to 
improve opportunities for success for all learners in their setting. With AASL’s Common 
Beliefs in mind, one can further examine the role of the school librarian.  
The school librarian, and the school library program as a whole, has the potential 
to play an important role within the school culture, in the development of children and 
youth’s literacy development, and even standardized test scores. Multiple studies 
conducted across the United States found a correlation between higher test scores and a 
strong library program- and that the benefits of a high-quality library program are most 
significant for underserved and marginalized populations, including students of color, 
low-income students, and students with disabilities. For example, in a Pennsylvania study 
conducted in 2012, nearly 8% more students scored ‘Advanced’ on the Pennsylvania 
System of School Assessment in reading in schools that had a certified, full-time school 
librarian on staff than in schools that did not, (Lance & Schwarz, 2012). Furthermore, 
additional research has shown that the presence of a school librarian in a community was 
a predictor of higher success in other subjects beyond reading/literacy- including 
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students’ standardized test scores in math (Lance & Kachel, 2018). Based on this 
research, one can then extrapolate that the presence of a strong library program benefits 
more than just the literacy development of students.  
However, a strong school library program is not only about the books and 
resources within the space. Rather, ensuring equitable access to resources within the 
school library space continues to be a primary objective for school librarians. Even within 
the school library setting a variety of barriers may exist; these barriers can exist due in 
part to the procedures and policies of the space. Limitations of student choice based on 
reading level, number of items checked out, as well as fines and fees can contribute to 
inequity in services received (Pentland, 2019). Underserved populations who may benefit 
the most from these services may be excluded due to the systems in place at a school 
library.  
If there is inequity in the school library, or within the school culture overall, one 
may wonder if it is part of the school librarian role to attempt to make change within the 
school system and culture- is creating change part of the job description of the school 
librarian? Is it a call that school librarians can, or should, answer?   
As Sandra Hughes-Hassel and Violet H. Harada posit, school librarians can in fact 
be uniquely qualified to serve as change agents in their communities. Due to their 
specific role within the school, they may be ideally suited to serve as change agents, as 
they are often one of the only members within the community who has a broader view of 
the culture and dynamics. Rather than working with a specific class, or a specific 
subgroup of students, school librarians collaborate with teachers and students from across 
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all classrooms, in addition to school administrators (Hughes-Hassell, Sandra & 
Harada, Violet H., 2007)  
School libraries can serve as a place within the school culture to make changes in 
addressing inequity, biases, and harmful behaviors. As discussed above, they can also 
serve a valuable role in providing resources to underrepresented and marginalized 
students. However, in addition to the accessibility of information, materials, and 
resources that libraries can provide, the school library can occupy a unique space within 
the community- they can serve as “third places.” 
A “third place” is an area where people can gather together, that is not their “first 
place” (home) or their “second place”- i.e., work or school (Johnson, 2010). School 
libraries have the opportunity to not only be places where research, reading, and 
information sharing and gathering occur; rather, school libraries also have the opportunity 
to be places where students socialize, make connections, and discover their own beliefs 
and values. Ultimately, if school libraries can exist as that “third place”, they can 
potentially make a great impact on the student’s life beyond academics. The role of the 
school library, and that of the school librarian, is multi-faceted and has the power to 
impact a student’s literacy development, academic achievements, and social 
development. Ultimately, if, as Hughes-Hassel and Harada describe, school librarians can 
serve as change agents (and may serve that role ideally), what can equity look like within 
that space? The next section of the literature review will explore the importance of 
children having access to books and how school libraries can help facilitate that access.  
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Access to Books 
 There has been considerable research conducted regarding access to books across 
different disciplines. Educators, librarians, and psychologists have emphasized the 
importance of children having access to books, regardless of their background. Children 
living in low-income communities may be living in what could be called a “book desert”- 
i.e., a neighborhood lacking libraries, community centers, or quality bookstores for 
parents and children to find books (Neuman & Moland, 2019). For students living in such 
a “book desert”, a school library may be their primary (and possibly only) access to 
books and technology (Hunsinger, 2015). Within the public library system, additional 
barriers exist for underrepresented and marginalized populations, including people of 
color and low-income patrons.  
Unfortunately, additional research regarding the topic of income segregation in 
terms of access to books and resources shows that school libraries are not exempt from 
the impact; schools with the highest concentration of students from low-income 
households had the fewest school libraries resources available, including books within the 
collection and staff to support increased access hours for the library (Pribesh et al., 2011). 
In a study of book access in Los Angeles in the late 1990s, researchers found that 
classrooms in Beverly Hills had eight times the number of books available to students as 
compared to classrooms in Watts and Compton. In regards to their libraries, the school 
libraries in Beverly Hills had three times as many books as the libraries in Watts and 
Compton (Krashen, 1997). The impact regarding access to books is also seen in children 
for their school readiness skills. Research conducted from 1993-2007 reported that 
children aged three to six living in households below the poverty threshold had a lower 
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percentage of having school readiness skills- including letter recognition, the 
ability to count to 20, or write their name (Bridges, 2013).   
In the United States, 2.5 million children are enrolled in school districts where 
there are no libraries (Access to Reading Materials, n.d.). Furthermore, 13 million 
children are enrolled in districts where the circulation rate is less than 10 per student- and 
this number includes 6.8 million students of color and 3.4 million students in poverty 
(Access to Reading Materials, n.d.). Approximately 42% of children in the United States 
grow up in families that struggle to cover basic needs including rent, transportation, 
food/water, and childcare (Bornstein, 2011). In addition to these basic security needs, 
however, some educators argue that books themselves form a basic needs for children, 
considering their importance in literacy development and preparation for school, lives, 
and careers (Cody, 2010).  
Research shows that in order to develop a love of reading and story in young 
students, and help them develop as strong readers, they must be provided with access to 
diverse, high-interest books in their communities, schools, and homes (Stack et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, allowing students the power of choosing what they want to read is an 
important tool in developing the love of reading in students- and that means choice 
regardless of their reading levels (Beers & Probst, 2017). Overall, there is extensive 
research regarding the importance of accessibility to books for young readers 
development. In addition, it is clear to see that there is a gap to access for students from 
low-income backgrounds as well as students of color.  
Considering the role of the school librarian in the culture and pedagogy of the 
school, a framework with which to view and analyze the dynamics of the community is 
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helpful when exploring issues of equity and inclusivity. For this, we turn to 
Paul C. Gorski, educator at George Mason University and founder of EdChange. Gorski 
posits that one’s socioeconomic status exists regardless of the external support they may 
receive- i.e., even if a person or family has a support system that can help ease the effects 
of poverty, their socioeconomic status will still remain the same, (Gorski, 2013). While 
he acknowledges the limitations and drawbacks of creating and establishing class 
categories, for the purpose of his work, he uses a five-category model: poverty, working 
class, middle class, managerial class, and owner. Gorski also identifies ten principles of 
equity literacy, including that poverty and class are intersectional in nature, as well as that 
equity-literate educators will and should adopt a resiliency perspective of low-income 
students and their families rather than viewing them through a deficit lens. These 
principles are helpful when discussing how educators should approach equity- and how 
that approach may look in practice.  
One can utilize Gorski’s framework in creating equitable and inclusive 
classrooms, libraries, and schools. For the purposes of this research, I will draw heavily 
upon Gorski’s exploration of “equity literacy” in developing both my questions for the 
semi-structured interviews, as well as when coding the qualitative data. Gorski argues 
that there are four primary abilities an equity-literate educator should have:  
“1. The ability to Recognize both subtle and not-so-subtle biases and inequities in 
classroom dynamics, school cultures and policies, and the broader society, and 
how these biases and inequities affect students and their families; 
2. The ability to Respond to biases and inequities in the immediate term, as they 
crop up in classrooms and schools;  
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3. The ability to Redress biases and inequities in the longer term, so that 
they do not continue to crop up in classrooms and schools;  
4. The ability to Create and Sustain a bias-free and equitable learning 
environment for all students” (Gorski, 2013, 21).  
While this framework is addressing classrooms and the general school culture as a whole, 
one can easily apply it to the school library setting specifically, and how school librarians 
can support and serve students of color and students from low-income households. In the 
following methods section, I will briefly discuss how Gorski’s equity literacy framework 
will inform and guide my interview guide as well as my content analysis.  
 
Book Fairs & School Libraries 
Information about Book Fairs 
Book fairs have been a staple in schools for decades. As The New York Times 
investigated in their 1984 article, “Children’s Books; Book Fair Barkers”, the popularity 
of book fairs should not be understated: “Holding an annual children's book fair is a 
social and commercial ritual as hallowed in many elementary schools in the United States 
as the selling of cookies by Girl Scouts” (McDowell, 1984). As described in this article, 
many of the processes that currently form the structure of modern book fairs, as well as 
the goals, can be found in older book fairs as well. Then, as now, school book fairs are 
often coordinated/hosted by either the school librarian or the parent-teacher association 
(PTA), and may be responsible for supporting a school library’s budget. Book fairs are 
commonly implemented in order to help support a school library’s budget, and may even 
be entirely responsible for a library’s budget. Without book fairs, or PTAs, many school 
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libraries would not be able to buy new books for their collections, buy physical 
materials for their space, or purchase electronic materials or resources that support 
learning (Kachel, 2017). Different school libraries, based upon their respective counties 
and districts, may have budget guidelines that vary from the norm. In a survey of school 
librarians in North Carolina from 2003, some reported that they had no control over the 
budget allocated for the library; moreover, researchers concluded that overall school 
librarians did not see themselves as change agents, and accepted the status quo (Truett & 
Lowe, 2003).  
While book fairs typically occur in elementary or middle schools, some high 
school librarians have also implemented book fairs in their libraries (Fitzgerald, 2006). 
When planning and scheduling book fairs, practitioners recommend that librarians 
consider the time of year. If it is just after Christmas, or if school fees are just due, 
parents may struggle with supporting the book fair (Braxton, 2006). While the structure 
of a book fair may be similar across school libraries, school librarians may have the 
autonomy to adjust the traditional process of a book fair in their setting.  
Scholastic Book Fairs has been operating regionally since the 1970s, and has been 
the primary book store vendor since the 1980s (Grady, 2017). Today, other vendors also 
operate in the industry; some may focus on specific regions. This include Bedford Falls, 
headquartered in Raleigh, NC, which specializes in book fairs in the Southeastern United 
States. However, Scholastic Book Fairs remain to this day the primary book fair vendor 
in the United States.  
As Scholastic Book Fairs is the dominant vendor in the industry, it is helpful to 
understand the financial structure of their book fairs. The following table breaks down the 
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profit structure of Scholastic Book Fairs, and what the “Scholastic Dollars” 
value is for schools- and if they instead choose to get cash value, what that percentage 
would look like.  
Table 1. Scholastic Book Fairs Profit Structure. (Profit Rewards Flyer, n.d.) 
Sales Level (excluding sales tax) Scholastic Dollars Value Cash Value 
$0-$499.99 40% of sales N/A 
$500-$999.99 55% of sales N/A 
$1,000 and above 60% of sales OR 25% of sales 
 
For book fairs that earn less than $1,000, the schools themselves do not have the 
option to earn any cash value. Instead, they earn “Scholastic Dollars”. The Scholastic 
Dollars can be used to buy books, electronics and technology items, furniture for 
libraries, and more, whether through the Scholastic Dollars Catalog, regional Scholastic 
Dollars Booklists, and at Reading Summit and Customer Appreciation Warehouse Sale 
events (Scholastic Dollars Catalog, n.d.). Scholastic Dollars are worth two times the cash 
value- ie, $10 in cash would be $20 via Scholastic Dollars. However, as clear in the 
name, these Scholastic Dollars can only be used via the Scholastic Corporation’s 
catalogs/events.  
 
Nostalgia of Book Fairs 
While the background information on how book fairs work is important to 
examine for the context of this paper, it as equally as important to touch upon the cultural 
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impact and phenomena of book fairs. There exists no small amount of nostalgia 
for book fairs in online spaces and social media platforms. Buzzfeed has a number of 
listicles about Scholastic Book Fairs, including “16 Things Only Scholastic Book Fair 
Kids Will Remember” by community user scfaram (2020) and “23 Tweets About 
Scholastic Book Fairs 100% Funny And 200% Accurate” published by Buzzfeed Staff. 
(scfaram, n.d.) (Martinez, n.d.) The nostalgia of Scholastic Book Fairs is such that it has 
permeated internet culture and become part of memes. Millenials and Gen-X students 
from different generations delight in referencing Scholastic Book Fairs in digital spaces. 
Part of the fondness may be the tradition of the book fair. Book fairs have seen some 
modern updates (including Scholastic ematerials and an app) but for the most part, they 
are essentially the same as they were in the 1970s: tables full of books. This adds to the 
“appealing old-school” nature of book fairs that exists to this day. (Grady, 2017). This 
experience can be seen in how current and former participants may view book fairs. 
However, one’s experience at a school book fair may vary widely for a school’s 
population of students.  
 
Equity in Book Fairs 
Thus far, there has not been extensive scholarly research exploring the impacts of 
book fairs on children’s awareness of socioeconomic backgrounds, nor has there been 
extensive research exploring book fairs through an equity lens. Many of the 
conversations and discussions related to this topic are not occurring in academic or 
scholarly spaces; rather, there are happening on Twitter and other social media platforms. 
 Lin-Manuel Miranda, celebrated actor, composer, and creator of the Broadway hit 
  16 
musical Hamilton tweeted, inviting the Twitter community to ask him about his 
experiences volunteering at his son’s school book fair (as captured below via screenshot). 
Figure 1. Tweet from Hamilton creator Lin-Manuel Miranda. (Lin-Manuel Miranda 
on Twitter, December 5, 2019) 
 
The replies ranged from excitement over Miranda’s mere mentioning of a book 
fair, to inquiries about what were popular items and books. However, journalist Soledad 
O’Brien quote-tweeted Miranda’s tweet, and asked about what book fairs do for children 
without the financial means to buy books.  
Figure 2. Tweet from journalist Soledad O’Brien. (Soledad O’Brien on Twitter, 
December 5, 2019) 
 
O’Brien’s response sparked further discussion in the replies: from stories from parents 
who mentioned donating materials to school librarians echoing O’Brien’s concern. 
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Another response to O’Brien’s tweet was from Lance Ulanoff, Editor-
in-Chief of Lifewire website, who tweeted, “That was me in grade school. It's a terrible 
feeling. I would love to see them take the money equation out of these book fairs. Kids 
should come in and pick the books they want and walk out” (Lance Ulanoff on Twitter, 
2019). 
While there is not extensive scholarly search examining this phenomena, that does 
not mean that discussions regarding this issue have not been happening. Social media 
platforms allow those with an account to post their opinion and discuss issues with 
others. Below are some additional examples of tweets where users have contributed their 
own thoughts and experiences about the Scholastic Book Fair- and the inequities inherent 
in the system. As user @qgotnorings posted:  
Figure 3. Tweet on Class Consciousness and Book Fairs. (qgotnorings on Twitter, 
December 26, 2019) 
  
 
User @_ElizabethMay tweeted in response to an original tweet about the joys of book 
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Figure 4. Tweets on Poverty and Book Fairs. (Elizabeth May on Twitter, 
August 14, 2018)  
 
 
Ultimately, while no small amount of nostalgia and fondness for book fairs can be 
found, many have expressed their own memories of inequity and exclusivity due to their 




Research Questions and Key Terms 
I researched, through a phenomenological approach, how school librarians and 
media specialists conduct and implement book fairs in their specific settings. With this 
research, I aimed to explore how school libraries can make book fairs more inclusive and 
equitable for their students. While the school librarians and libraries selected for this 
comparative case study have their own unique communities, perspectives, and 
backgrounds, ideally, this research will also help other public school librarians implement 
book fairs in an equitable and inclusive way. Therefore, considering these research goals, 
I explored the following questions.  
How can (and do) school libraries conduct book fairs in equitable and inclusive 
ways? Through a comparative case study approach, this research analyzed book fair 
models implemented by two North Carolina public school librarians, working in schools 
which serve high percentages of low-income students and students of color. The 
following key words and terms will be important to understand as we further explore this 
research. Firstly, we have key terms defined by ALA’s Office for Diversity, Literacy, and 
Outreach Services (ODLOS):  
• Diversity: “Diversity can be defined as the sum of the ways that people are both 
alike and different. Visible diversity is generally those attributes or characteristics 
that are external. However, diversity goes beyond the external to internal 
characteristics that we choose to define as ‘invisible’ diversity. Invisible diversity 
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includes those characteristics and attributes that are not readily seen. 
When we recognize, value, and embrace diversity, we are recognizing, valuing, 
and embracing the uniqueness of each individual” (ODLOS Glossary of Terms, 
2017) 
• Equity: “Equity is not the same as formal equality… Equity assumes difference 
and takes difference into account to ensure a fair process and, ultimately, a fair (or 
equitable) outcome. Equity recognizes that some groups were (and are) 
disadvantaged in accessing educational and employment opportunities and are, 
therefore, underrepresented or marginalized in many organizations and 
institutions. The effects of that exclusion often linger systemically within 
organizational policies, practices, and procedures. Equity, therefore, means 
increasing diversity by ameliorating conditions of disadvantaged groups”  
(ODLOS Glossary of Terms, 2017) 
• Inclusion: “Inclusion means an environment in which all individuals are treated 
fairly and respectfully; are valued for their distinctive skills, experiences, and 
perspectives; have equal access to resources and opportunities; and can contribute 
fully to the organization’s success” (ODLOS Glossary of Terms, 2017) 
• Social Justice: “Social justice focuses on power dynamics among different groups 
of people while acknowledging historical and institutional inequities. It has a 
vision of a society with equitable distribution of resources, in which “all members 
are physically and psychologically safe and secure, recognized, and treated with 
respect” (ODLOS Glossary of Terms, 2017) 
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• Equity literate: A person (in this context, an educator/school librarian) 
who is able to recognize, redress, and challenge biases and inequities in their 
learning environment (Gorski, 2013) 
• Book fair: specialty event where books are sold (i.e., not a bookstore where books 
are regularly sold). For this study, I focused on book fairs taking place in public 
schools. School book fairs are mostly found in elementary and middle schools.  
• School librarian: Primary staff member in a school library; for public schools in 
North Carolina, school librarians are required to hold a license. May also be 
referred to as “library media specialist”, “library media coordinator”, or “school 
library media specialist” 
• Scholastic Corporation: The largest vendor and operator of school book fairs in 
the United States; the Scholastic Corporation is also a publishing, educational, 









This research is intended to garner a deeper understanding of a school library’s 
book fair from a lens of equity and inclusion. Therefore, I conducted this research 
through a phenomenological approach with a comparative case study. David Gray defines 
phenomenology as “the search for how participants experience and give meaning to an 
event, concept or phenomenon” (Gray, 2014, 688). With that definition in mind, utilizing 
semi-structured interviews to collect data allowed me to delve deeply into the school 
librarians’ experiences, perspectives, and practices regarding their school book fairs – 
effectively helping answer my research questions.  
As for the case study approach, Gray noted that case studies are particularly suited 
for a focus on questions of “how” or “why” in a contemporary event; for questions of 
‘what’, ‘who’, and ‘where’, it may be more effective to utilize a survey approach (Gray, 
2014). This study explored questions of how the school librarians coordinate their book 
fairs and why they implement such procedures; in addition, these are contemporary 
events over which I as the researcher had no control over. Therefore, based on these 
parameters, and the questions I explored in this research, I conducted a comparative case 
study.  
Positionality / Researcher Role 
My role as the researcher was conducting semi-structured interviews with school 
librarians in order to gain understanding as to their processes, recommendations, and 
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structuring of school book fairs in their specific settings. After data collection 
via the semi-structured interviews, I then conducted a content analysis of the data in order 
to identify common themes, and drew conclusions based on this analysis.  
As a current MSLS graduate student, I have an academic interest in issues of 
equity and inclusion related to youth services in libraries, in both public library and 
school library settings. Furthermore, through my graduate program, I am currently 
working to earn my school library media licensure. Therefore, this research may have 
implications for my professional career. In researching this issue, I myself had hoped to 
learn more about this topic in order to deepen my understanding, in addition to sharing 
this work with the field in general. My own personal background and experiences 
regarding inequity (especially as related to socioeconomic status) has also influenced my 
professional and academic interests in inclusion, equity, and access in libraries.  
Entering this study, I had been familiar with one of the school librarians featured 
in this case study, and had met her previously (and briefly) during a guest class 
presentation. However, I do not have a personal connection with either of the school 
librarians, libraries, or schools included in this case study.  
Sample / Research Participants 
The population from which I have sampled participants for this study is all public 
schools in the United States who host book fairs. Due to limitations including both time 
and budget constraints, which I will discuss more in-depth later in this paper, I was 
restricted to only sampling school libraries in the Triangle (Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel 
Hill) metro area of North Carolina. One of the reasons for this was, when initially 
conceptualizing this research, I had hoped to physically visit the respective library spaces. 
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However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I was unable to physically visit the 
libraries to conduct the interviews and they were instead conducted via Zoom. The school 
libraries where I conducted this comparative case study share the following 
characteristics: they are both located in Wake County, NC, and are public schools.  
One of them is an elementary school, serving students in grades Kindergarten-5th 
grade; the school librarian for this case is Angie Headley. This school has a diverse 
population with a school population of 683 students, and approximately 32% of the 
population receive free and reduced lunch and 14% are students with limited English 
proficiency. In addition, 46% of the students enrolled are white, 24% are Black, 15% are 
Hispanic/Latinx, 10% are Asian, and 4% are biracial/multiracial (2020-21 District Facts 
Report by Year, 2020). The other case is Mount Vernon Middle School which serves 
grades 6th-8th, and focuses on supporting students who are not experiencing appropriate 
success at their home school. Mount Vernon’s enrollment grows throughout the course of 
the academic year as more students are referred to the school; as of the second month of 
the 2020-2021 school year, 61 students were enrolled. According to the District’s 2020-
2021 report, approximately 75% of the population receives free and reduced lunch and 
16% have limited English proficiency. In addition, 54% of the students enrolled at Mount 
Vernon are Black, 29% are Hispanic/Latinx, 8% are white, 6% are bi- or multiracial, and 
3% are Asian (2020-21 District Facts Report by Year, 2020). The school librarian for this 
school is Julie Stivers.  
As this exploratory case study focused on two unique school book fairs taking 
place in public school libraries, the UNC IRB determined that this project was to be “Not 
Human Subjects Research” (NHSR). However, despite this determination, standard 
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ethical guidelines for this research were followed. Both participants consented 
to have their real names shared in this paper (hereafter, I will be referring to each school 
librarian as Headley and Stivers respectively). Recruitment materials and interview 
questions are included in this paper’s appendices.  
I selected the two libraries for this comparative case study through purposive 
sampling. In addition to the limitations briefly discussed above, purposive sampling was 
also most appropriate for my research method and purpose. In order to fully explore the 
topic of equity in the book fair space, I sought out libraries which have (at minimum) 
considered these issues and could speak about them in semi-structured interview sessions. 
As Gray notes, “The selection of cases is important in case study research… while the 
cases may be chosen randomly, this is neither necessary nor preferable” (Gray, 2014, 
270). Furthermore, as I conducted this comparative case study from a phenomenological 
approach, much of the data I collected came directly from the subjects themselves and 
how they perceive the world around them. Therefore, my primary data source was drawn 
directly from these interviews with school librarians; that is one reason why I did not 
utilize random probability sampling for this study.  
As to how I became familiar with the school librarians/libraries, I had initially 
been introduced to Julie Stivers during a class presentation at SILS. The second school 
librarian, Angie Headley, was recommended to me by SILS professor Dr. Casey Rawson. 
While convenience did play a role in this sampling, it was primarily purposive sampling 
based on the school library and librarian’s content, setting, and expertise regarding this 
topic.   
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Data Collection Methods 
For this study, I conducted semi-structured interviews with two school librarians. 
The benefits of doing semi-structured interviews are that they are flexible, and allowed 
me to pursue questions that arose throughout the course of the interviews. Furthermore, 
semi-structured interviews are ideal for phenomenological approaches (Gray, 2014). 
After the UNC IRB determined that my project fell into the NHSR (Not Human Subjects 
Research) category, I reached out to the school librarians via email to request 
participation in this research.  
Each case that is featured in this study included two interviews conducted via 
Zoom; this allowed me to begin transcribing the interview data from the first session, 
which then helped inform and guide the second interview session. Furthermore, this 
allowed me to have greater exposure and familiarity with the subjects of the case studies 
and their own backgrounds, philosophies, and experiences. I utilized semi-structured 
interviews, as they work better in a field research environment than more formal, 
structured interviews, (Babbie 311).  However, one of the potential drawbacks of this 
method is that the success of the interview, and what data I collected, depends on the 
skills of the interviewer. As I am still gaining experience in conducting interviews, that 
may have affected the data I was able to collect, as well as the relationship with the 
interview subjects.  
Therefore, I used Steinar Kvale’s (2009) framework to guide both my interactions 
with the participants in preparing for the interview, as well as for the interview itself in an 
attempt to make the process as seamless and successful as possible. Kvale posits that 
there are seven main stages of the interview process: thematizing, designing, 
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interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying, and reporting (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009). Ideally, following Kvale’s framework, and recommendations for best 
practices with semi-structured interviews helped mitigate my relative inexperience in 
conducting them.  
Data Analysis Methods 
In order to fully capture the data, I asked for each of the participants’ consent in 
recording the interview sessions. After receiving consent, I then recorded the interview 
sessions and transcribed the data; after the transcription process was complete, I 
familiarized myself with the transcripts (but did not begin any coding procedures, and 
resisted the temptation to begin interpretation). After I familiarized myself with the 
transcripts, I began the qualitative coding analysis. With the first iteration of coding, I 
performed the initial data analysis through an open coding procedure.  
Open coding refers to “the process of breaking down, examining, comparing, 
conceptualizing and categorizing data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p, 61). Through utilizing 
the open coding procedure, the codes will not be as focused on being quantified as they 
may be with a content analysis; rather, with this technique I qualitatively analyze the data 
as it relates to the surrounding context, codes, and information. Open coding was 
especially important in the first iteration of coding, as I marked themes, words, and 
sections that seemed to be important. This first iteration of coding thereafter informed the 
subsequent iterations. Overall, rather than utilizing an existing coding guide, I extracted 
codes, concepts, and themes from the data itself.  
 
 




Results & Discussion 
In this section, I will present my findings organized by general themes uncovered 
from the data. The transcripts of the interviews were initially analyzed through an open 
coding procedure, and themes and keywords were extrapolated from the raw data. These 
themes and codes are not quantified, nor did I count how often a participant said a certain 
word to determine importance. Rather, through the iterative coding process, I interpreted 
the data and drew conclusions about the themes of the interviews. Thereafter, I 
specifically examined the interview transcripts with Paul Gorski’s equity literacy as a 
framework– i.e., how equity literate educators have the ability to recognize biases and 
inequities in classrooms and schools, respond to those biases in the shorter term, redress 
biases and inequities in the longer term, and ultimately create and cultivate a bias-free 
environment (Gorski, 2013). In the subsequent analysis, all participant quotes are drawn 
from the personal interviews unless otherwise stated. In addition to delving into each 
librarian’s respective book fairs, I also wanted to gain an understand of their own 
personal experiences, philosophies, and recommendations regarding equity literacy in the 
school library space. Therefore, these themes drawn from the data are not relegated only 
to the book fair experience; rather, they address equity and diversity in school libraries on 
a broader level.  
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Research Question: How can (and do) school libraries conduct book fairs in 




Creating Inclusive Book Fairs: True Book Fair 
At Mount Vernon Middle School, you will not find a traditional school book fair. 
Granted, one could be forgiven for thinking otherwise, as there are similarities: twice a 
year, students excitedly head to the library and ultimately leave with books that have 
found a new permanent home. The starkest difference between the traditional book fair 
model and the book fair at Mount Vernon? The book fair at Mount Vernon is entirely free 
for students. Julie Stivers, school librarian at Mount Vernon Middle School, developed a 
True Book Fair (#TrueBookFair) wherein no money exchanges hands, and each student 
is able to take home approximately two books from the experience– and these books are 
new, high-quality, high-interest, and reflective materials. Held biannually, this True Book 
Fair serves all of the students at Mount Vernon.  
As a parent with children attending school book fairs, Stivers saw “horrendous 
experiences” and barriers being erected for students. In her first year as the school 
librarian at Mount Vernon, Stivers used leftover family engagement money from Title 1 
funds to craft a book fair built around students’ needs and interests (previously, Mount 
Vernon had never had a book fair). Stiver utilizes a variety of resources in order to make 
the True Book Fair possible, including ARCs (Advanced Reader Copies), Scholastic 
Warehouse sales, donations from other librarians in the community, and much more. For 
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each True Book Fair, there is approximately a $500 budget from Title 1 funds, 
and every student is able to take home around $15 worth of books– which usually 
amounts to 2 books per student. Stivers sought to create a book fair that celebrated 
student choice and ownership of materials while pushing back against the traditional 
book fair model; as Stivers said, “I think that the fact that the traditional model opens up 
our libraries to be for-profit, mini hubs for publishers, is… unconscionable. It’s a 
library.” In Stivers’ view, a book fair can be viewed, in essence, as antithetical to the 
values of a library. While the True Book Fair does not operate like a traditional model, it 
still is a festive, joyous event, wherein Stivers creates posters, there are family events, 
and more. Unlike the traditional book fair model, the True Book Fair does not restrict 
access to the library during the week it is running– the library is able to remain open 
while the book fair is occurring; students are still able to access other library materials 
while the book fair is ongoing. If a school librarian is interesting in pursuing a True Book 
Fair at their school but have concerns about school-wide implementation, Stivers 
recommends starting on a smaller scale– for example, starting with a single grade, or 
even a single class. 
How the True Book Fair received its name speaks to the more equitable 
experience that is provided for students. At the first True Book Fair, one of the students, 
Zach, had been surprised to learn that he did not need to bring money in order to 
participate. As Stivers describes, he had said, “No money? I don't have to bring money?... 
Every other book fair I've been to has been a Book Unfair. This is a True Book Fair.” 
And thus, this inclusive book fair gained its name.  
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Creating Inclusive Book Fairs: Equity with Scholastic Book Fairs 
Angie Headley, elementary school librarian in Wake County, also had concerns 
about the inequitable experiences of school book fairs. Headley created and cultivated a 
scholarship program that would help ensure more students in her community were able to 
receive books from the book fair, not only those students who had the financial resources 
to do so. This program highlights how a school library that uses the Scholastic Book Fair 
can incorporate equity initiatives into the process and ensure that the book fair experience 
is more inclusive of all students.  
It was another equity program that Headley had initiated at her school that helped 
spark the idea of how to make book fairs more equitable for all students. Headley 
developed “Books at the Bus Stop”, a summer program designed to get books in 
students’ hands over the summer– specifically students from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds. This program also provided an opportunity for connection and quality time 
with teachers over the summer. Once a week, Headley and the other teachers 
participating in the program would meet students at their bus stop for approximately 30-
45 minutes and the students were given free books, popsicles, and a time to gather 
together with their peers and teachers. Overall, each student would get about five books a 
week, and would end the summer with approximately 45 books. At the start, those books 
came from donations and were not new books; Headley realized that she could somehow 
work with the book fair funds to have the Books at the Bus Stop program feature new 
books.  
Initially, they had asked parents at the book fair if they wished to round up their 
dollar amounts at the register, and that did indeed garner some funds to purchase new 
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books for the Book at the Bus Stop program. The next year, Headley realized 
this program could go even further and help other students shop at the book fair. Signs 
were displayed next to the registers to ask people to donate any amount of money, rather 
than just rounding up their dollar amounts. Headley works with classroom teachers to 
identify students who have not yet shopped at the book fair in order to make sure they get 
an opportunity to do so; students then shop on the last day of the book fair and are usually 
able to select 2 books– which approximates to $15 per student. There is no special section 
of the book fair that the students need to shop at, no sifting through used books while 
their peers take home brand-new books. As Headley notes about the traditional book fair 
model, schools will often have all students browse but not all students will be able to 
actually shop. In that traditional model, with no equity initiatives in place, it can be a 
harmful experience. She wanted to find a way to ensure the book fair was more inclusive 
and equitable; as Headley states, “It broke my heart that… you're showing this book fair 
to every student and then only… 60% of them are able to buy, that's like- that's like 
dangling the carrot.” If book fairs operate as they have always done, with no changes 
built to try and serve all students, it can create and cause real harm to the students and the 
community.  
These two book fairs showcase how school librarians can implement equity 
initiatives into the book fair process. Whether conducting a True Book Fair at one’s 
school, or by hosting a Scholastic Book Fair, it is possible for librarians to make a school 
book fair more equitable.  
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Benefits of Book Fair 
Excitement, choice, freedom- these are some of the words Headley and Stivers 
used to describe the benefits of book fairs for students and the school community as a 
whole. The interviews with the librarians showed that beyond the possible financial 
benefit for the library and the PTA, students experience a number of benefits with the 
book fair: access to books, ownership, and personal freedom. As Headley noted, the act 
of owning books is a unique experience compared to library books– books that students 
get to take home and keep forever is its own power. She stated, “This is an opportunity to 
really find the things that they love and be able to take them home.” Headley’s goals for 
the book fair regarding book-driven student ownership and joy led her to explore, 
advocate for, and implement an equity initiative with her book fair. She had realized that 
the traditional book fair model, with no equity initiatives in place, was not serving all of 
her students. Headley noted, “My biggest thing with it is to make sure I want kids to 
build their own libraries… And that's a big part of what led to the scholarship program, 
because we really weren't helping everybody build their libraries.” There are benefits to 
book fairs, yes, but as Headley describes, if all of your students are not receiving those 
benefits, it is not an equitable experience.  
Another growth and learning outcome of a book fair can be a sense of freedom 
and personal choice. Valuing and celebrating student choice is a priority for Stivers year-
round, and the True Book Fair is no different. As Stivers said, “I want them to feel 
freedom… the freedom to choose what they want, to get what they want. Freedom to not 
worry about having to pay for it.  Freedom to be celebrated for whatever they choose.” 
Viewing the book fair experience through the lens of potential learning and growth 
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outcomes for students can offer a new perspective, and may feel revelatory. 
Rather than potentially offering harm to members of the community, book fairs can 
become a central part of the school and library culture that celebrates the love of story 
and community. What do we hope students get out of the book fair experience? How can 
book fairs spark joy, excitement, and a sense of autonomy in students? While these are 
positives of a book fair for students and the school community as a whole, they are not 
guaranteed experiences– and thus, it is important for school librarians to thoughtfully and 
carefully plan book fairs to help students have these experiences or reach these outcomes. 
Creating greater access to books in students’ homes is another potential benefit of 
the book fair. Students can take home and keep materials from book fairs. As discussed 
in the literature review earlier in this paper, research has shown connections between 
access to books and literacy development, as well as school readiness. However, while 
access to books in the home is important, Stivers also pointed out that much of the data 
and research regarding literacy development for children and ‘book deserts’ may operate 
from a damage-centered, deficit perspective and focus solely on one specific type of 
literacy and medium: physical books. As Stivers describes, “Just because they don't have 
books in a home doesn't mean it's not a literacy rich environment.” While that is not to 
say that access to books is not important, focusing solely on that medium can discount the 
value of other forms of literacy found in homes. When such research is primarily 
dedicated to traditional forms of literacy (i.e., the written word), what perspectives, 
cultures, and backgrounds are we valuing and reinforcing– potentially, primarily white, 
Euro-centric perspectives.  
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Ultimately, while conversations occur on social media regarding 
inequitable experiences in the book fair space, the conversations with the school 
librarians in this research show that book fairs offer potential for joy; there lies an 
opportunity for students to feel like they are celebrated for their choices, to engage with 
books in a communal way, and to help ensure that students have access to reading 
materials. There are potential benefits for students in the book fair process, and as made 
clear by the librarians featured in this research, these benefits can also be viewed through 
a lens of emotional learning and growth.  
 
Stakeholder Engagement 
The school library and the school as a whole do not exist in isolation. The 
students, teachers, administrators, and other school staff are all part of the school 
community, and that community extends to the family members and caregivers of 
students. Stivers and Headley both discussed the importance of family engagement, with 
book fairs specifically and with the school library as a whole. The librarians interviewed 
identified families and caregivers as key stakeholders for the library and the school. The 
importance of family members and caregivers as part of the school community is evident 
in how each librarian incorporates “Family Nights” into their respective book fairs.  
Stivers incorporates a Family Night into each True Book Fair, wherein families 
can come into the library space and participate in the True Book Fair as well. In the fall, 
for the ‘Mini Mavs’ night (named as such for the school mascot, the Mavericks), she 
includes materials that students can give to their younger siblings or cousins. During the 
spring True Book Fair, she hosts a Family Night where families and caregivers come to 
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the school for dinner, visit the book fair, and have conversations about the joy 
of reading. With Family Night, everyone goes home with a book. Any of the materials 
available at the Family Night have to be appropriate for a middle school audience, 
however, as Stivers does not restrict student choice when browsing at the True Book Fair.  
Stivers views family engagement as a growth opportunity for her, and the focus 
on family engagement extends beyond the book fair space. Another impactful way that 
she engages with family members and caregivers is by ensuring that family members 
hear more about students’ reading and engagement with the library. So often, family 
members are not contacted for good news outside of parent-teacher conferences. Using 
traditional library checkout cards (that are usually no longer used by libraries), at the 
beginning of each year Stivers has each student write down the name of a person that 
they would want good news to be shared with– and so, Stivers is able to share good news 
related to students’ reading.  
Headley also incorporates a family night into the book fair at her school. Having 
the book fair open during the night once during the week allows for more family 
members to attend the book fair with their student, as opposed to solely operating during 
the traditional work/school day. This is also part of the work Headley does as the 
chairperson of the equity team; at any events involving family members, attempts are 
made to eliminate potential barriers– for example, by providing interpreters at family 
engagement events. Examining and working to eliminate potential barriers of family 
engagement which can range from transportation, language, timing of events, etc. is an 
important part of the equity process. Just as educators work to identify and eliminate 
barriers for students, it is equally as important to eliminate the potential barriers for 
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caregivers. Moreover, it is important that educators do not operate from a 
deficit-mindset when considering family engagement and participation.  
While families are key stakeholders in the school library space, stakeholder 
engagement also extends to administration, teachers, fellow staff, and other school 
district employees. Successfully implementing equity initiatives is not an easy task when 
operating alone; collaboration and joint buy-in promotes success. One way to gain 
support from stakeholders is to focus on advocacy efforts regarding the value of school 
libraries.   
 
Advocacy 
Advocating for the value of a school library is a task that may inspire both 
excitement and trepidation in school librarians. Being able to tell the story of your school, 
your work as a librarian, and your library community can offer an opportunity for 
reflection and celebration; however, having to do so in order to ensure funding and 
support for the library does not yield the same excitement. In this comparative case study, 
both Stivers and Headley indicated that their administration and school district are 
supportive of their school libraries. However, for many school libraries across the state 
and the country as a whole, that is not the case. Advocating for school libraries and the 
librarians who run them continues to remain a cause for concern. In regards to book fairs, 
school libraries should not have to rely on book fair funds in order to help finance 
collections and have high-quality, high-interest, reflective books in their spaces. If a 
school library’s budget is dependent on book fair funds, that may make pursuing 
equitable book fairs an even greater challenge for librarians. Thus, administrative support 
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via the school and the district is an important component to cultivate 
sustainable equity initiatives in the book fair space.   
Outcomes-based evaluation may be one method to help communicate the story of 
your library to stakeholders, and provide a framework for the school librarian to evaluate 
programs like Book Fairs for learning and growth outcomes. Communicating with your 
administration about the successes of your library can help tell the story of what the 
library means to your school community and what role librarians can play in fostering an 
equitable, inclusive, and academically enriching environment for all students. Stivers 
notes that understanding the story and narrative of your library can be a powerful 
resource, as administrators often like to utilize such stories in district wide conversations 
or with their superiors. Pairing those narratives, or qualitative data, with quantitative data 
(for example, circulation statistics) can strengthen the argument for the value of libraries. 
These personal stories of student literacy development and growth can be powerful 
narratives to share.  
Reliance on book fair funds to support a school library is endemic of greater, 
systemic equity issues. How can school librarians advocate in their respective schools for 
funding? How does that advocacy look in practice at the municipal, state, and federal 
levels? ALA and AASL in particular provide a number of resources for school librarians 
to pursue in order to aid advocacy efforts. Exploring equity in the book fair space is 
needed in order to ensure a more inclusive experience for all students. However, these 
equity concerns are impacted by systemic issues in the educational system; advocating 
for and subsequently receiving support from administrative officials can help school 
librarians focus on creating more equitable environments.  
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Reflective Literature 
A school library’s collection has the power to quickly send a message to students 
and visitors regarding the values of the space. Stivers’ collection development policies do 
not vary widely between materials for the library and for the True Book Fair. Stivers 
curates the collection for the book fair as carefully as she does for her regular collection, 
and is focused on providing high-interest and #OwnVoices literature. In fact, Stivers 
notes that curating a collection that reflects the interests, lives, and experiences of readers 
should be one of the top priorities for not only school librarians, stating, “It's the number 
one thing every library should be doing.”  
A school librarian’s work regarding reflective literature expands beyond the 
boundaries of the library space and into the entire school; working with classroom 
teachers to promote diverse materials is something that Headley is very passionate about. 
Headley notes that collaboration amongst educators is part of the equity work of school 
librarians, stating, “That partnership between classroom teachers and librarians to paint a 
better picture and… be more equitable with what you’re reading and sharing.” Framing 
this is as a partnership emphasizes that this work in promoting reflective literature does 
not happen in isolation– it expands across the entire school.  
Librarians do not get to choose which materials Scholastic sends to schools for 
the book fairs; however, Headley did note that the Scholastic Corporation has done a 
better job in recent years of including more diverse and reflective materials in their book 
fairs after receiving pushback regarding the lack of diversity. Both librarians offered 
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recommendations about how to pursue high-quality and diverse materials for 
collections– these recommendations and suggestions will be included at the end of the 
discussion.  
 
Creativity, Innovation, & Hustle 
A school librarian wears many hats: they are teachers who explore new 
pedagogical approaches in order to best serve their students, they are librarians who 
curate a collection that meets the needs and interests of their community; oftentimes they 
are technology coordinators tasked with helping bring new tools into classrooms, and 
school librarians may be part of a School Improvement Team or an equity committee. 
However, on top of all the different hats that a school librarian wears, they must also be 
creative, flexible, and innovative to effectively serve their communities. One of the 
themes that emerged most clearly was that both librarians are passionately engaged in 
their spaces and work various angles, initiatives, and strategies to create a more inclusive 
experience for all students. Creating a more equitable book fair or school library is not 
done overnight, nor is there necessarily a clear roadmap. Each individual school and 
library serve a different community, which has unique needs, interests, and priorities. 
Understanding the needs of one’s specific community is essential to meaningfully serve 
that community. What works for one library may not work for another, and whether a 
librarian is new to the field or has been working for 20 years, remaining adaptable to your 
community’s needs is essential; a school librarian must meet their respective community 
where it is at and then work together in community to move forward.  
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As has been discussed in regards to each librarian’s creative efforts to 
get students access to materials, resources, and learning, both participants have thought 
outside of the box. If the traditional model of a book fair or a library is not working to 
serve all members of your community, what needs to change in order to do so? 
Disrupting and dismantling the traditional idea of what a book fair is and can be, of what 
a library is and can be, marks school librarians as change agents. However, it is important 
to note that this work requires hard work and careful thought from librarians. In regards 
to the True Book Fair, Stivers says, “Any librarian willing to do this, it's a hustle.” And 
by all accounts, this is true– Stivers works year-round to curate and gather books in order 
to make the True Book Fair possible. This work may not be easy and it may not be quick; 
in general, equity work also requires individual and communal reflection.   
 
Equity & The School Librarian 
Examining the participant responses with the framework of Gorski’s equity 
literacy allows for a greater understanding of what a school librarian can be within the 
school community. Recognizing inequities within the traditional model of a book fair, 
both librarians found ways to make the book fair experience more equitable in a manner 
that worked for their respective schools and libraries. As described above regarding the 
creation of the True Book Fair, Stivers had seen and heard of horrendous experiences of 
students in the book fair space. Similarly, Headley had also seen an inequitable example 
of a book fair before becoming a school librarian. While Headley was working at a 
different school as a classroom teacher, she saw how a book fair could perpetuate and 
highlight inequitable experiences. At this other school, students would be able to earn 
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some extra book fair funds/‘bucks’ based on reading and completing 
Accelerated Reader tests. Students were not able to ‘earn’ extra funds just by reading, or 
the joy of reading: they had to prove that they were reading the material and pass a test on 
it, which could very quickly exclude many students without appropriate resources. 
Recognizing biases or inequities within the system and subsequently working to change 
the book fair models in a way that redresses those inequities for their communities, both 
Stivers and Headley are operating as equity literate educators. It is important to note that 
both librarians interviewed for this research have engaged in extensive equity work 
already, and both currently help lead equity efforts at their respective schools– Headley is 
the chairperson of the equity committee and at her school, Stivers is co-chair of the equity 
team. Having an awareness of the inequities at play within a school community and 
possessing the ability and skills to challenge those inequities does not come immediately. 
However, even school librarians just at the cusp of their career, or who are just beginning 
to engage with equity work at a deeper level, can still address inequities in the book fair 
process through training, consulting resources/professional development opportunities, 
and internal and external reflection.  
Equity and diversity are not just concepts or initiatives to incorporate at will or at 
random; rather, equity, diversity, inclusion, and accessibility should be embedded in the 
foundation of the school library, and thereby impact and be a part of the different 
functions and programs of the library. While a book fair can be and is a singular event, it 
is also a microcosm of the school library. Equity disparities may have a stark example in 
school book fairs, but such equity concerns extend beyond the week of a book fair. 
Conversely, as librarians focus on creating equitable library spaces, equity should not 
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“leave the library” when book fair season rolls around. Even if a school 
librarian takes great care in creating an equitable environment in all other library 
programs, services, or collections, if students have an othering or marginalized 
experience at the school book fair, that can shape their perceptions of the library, the 
school, and their place in it.  
According to both librarians interviewed, equity literacy is not just a welcome 
complement to the school librarian role: it is essential, and it is a core part of the school 
librarian job. As Stivers described, “Any position in the school that's touching every 
student– counselors, librarians, administrators should be equity literate.” The school 
librarian position is one that is uniquely situated to serve many roles in the school and has 
the ability to touch base with all of the students and all of the instructors. With the school 
librarian role, Headley notes, “That position … you're a part of all of the lives, of all of 
the students and all of the teachers.” With this unique position within the school, school 
librarians have the opportunity to enact change across the whole school community.  
 
Recommendations & Highlighted Resources 
There are no small amount of challenges that school librarians must confront in 
regards to equity in their spaces and their book fairs; however, there are also many 
resources available to aid in the efforts of cultivating learning, growth, and inclusivity in 
school libraries. In addition to professional organizations such as ALA and AASL, there 
are a wealth of resources available for school librarians engaging in equitable book fair 
experiences. Both Stivers and Headley offered pieces of advice and resource 
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recommendations for school librarians hoping to create a more equitable 
environment in their spaces.  
  
External Resources 
First Book  
Schools utilizing Title 1 funds have the option of purchasing items from First Book, a 
nonprofit that provides books and other educational resources to Title 1 schools. Through 
First Book, Stivers has been able to get high-quality, high interest books for considerably 
lower prices. First Book has been a particularly helpful resource in supporting the True 
Book Fair.  
 
Donors Choose 
Educators familiar with the non-profit Donors Choose know that this organization can 
aid in making the classroom/library environment more inclusive for all students. This 
organization serves as a conduit for public school educators to advocate for donations to 
support specific initiatives, programs, and services within their spaces. If school 
librarians are looking for financial support for making their book fairs more equitable, 
utilizing the Donors Choose system may be a helpful resource.  
 
Scholastic Warehouse 
The Scholastic Corporation hosts warehouse sales, wherein shoppers can browse the 
Scholastic warehouses for materials for their classrooms, libraries, and more. As both 
librarians’ schools are located within Wake County, NC, they are near a Scholastic 
  45 
Warehouse and each cited the resource as one where high-quality books can be 
found for low prices. A particular highlight of the Scholastic Warehouse sale is the 
‘Build-A-Box section’, where shoppers can build their own box of books for $25.  
 
Project READY  
Headley cited Project READY: Reimagining Equity and Access for Diverse Youth 
(ready.web.unc.edu) as a particularly helpful resource in exploring culturally responsive 
pedagogy and the importance of #ownvoices and other diverse, reflective materials. 
Developed by Dr. Sandra Hughes-Hassell, Dr. Casey Rawson, and Kimberly Hirsh, 
Project READY is a professional development resource for youth librarians to increase 
their cultural awareness and to deepen their knowledge of racial equity and racial justice, 
especially as they relate to pedagogy and librarianship. 
 
We Need Diverse Books 
We Need Diverse Books is a nonprofit organization that works to promote 
diversity in children’s and young adult literature, and their website has a multitude of 
resources and research regarding this topic. Any school librarian looking to further their 
knowledge of reflective literature would be wise to consult this resource. 
 
Local Community 
School librarians may not need to look widely to find resources and support for 
equity initiatives. One of the most mentioned resources (in various keywords) across the 
interview transcripts was the community surrounding school librarians. A school 
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librarian’s network or community can be a great help in implementing and 
pursuing materials for equity initiatives for book fairs and other library programs and 
services. Local authors, fellow school librarians in the district, community members and 
partners– all of these groups may be able to help provide high-quality, high interest 
donations and ARCs (Advanced Reader’s Copies) for book fairs. For example, if another 
school librarian receives donations or ARCs that are not appropriate for their age level, 
they may be able to give those materials to a school librarian working with different age 
levels. Working in community with one another can help school librarians confront 
inequities and not bear the burden alone.  
 
Recommended Texts 
In addition to the programs and resources listed above, I also wanted to highlight 
specific texts and authors that were referenced during my conversation with Stivers as 
helpful resources with which librarians can explore and reflect.  These range from 
foundational texts to newly published materials, all of which are focused on culturally 
responsive pedagogy.  
• Culturally Responsive Teaching and The Brain: Promoting Authentic 
Engagement and Rigor Among Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students by 
Zaretta Hammond 
• Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? by Beverly Daniel 
Tatum 
• For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood... and the Rest of Y'all Too: Reality 
Pedagogy and Urban Education by Christopher Emdin 
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• Cultivating Genius: An Equity Framework for Culturally and 


























Limitations, Impact, & Conclusion 
At a broader level, professional organizations such as ALA and AASL may be 
interested in this research, as this paper is exploring issues relevant to the field– mainly, 
issues of diversity, accessibility, inclusivity, and equity. In addition to the larger 
professional organizations, this research may be of interest to North Carolina School 
Library Association, especially as both of the libraries sampled in this study are located 
in NC. Furthermore, as both of the schools I conducted my research at are Wake County, 
NC public schools, the Wake County school district may be interested in this exploration 
of equity in their school book fairs.  
I look forward to any opportunities that may arise to share this research across 
different platforms and formats– sharing out the research to ALA/AASL, or even just 
promoting this research on Twitter when similar discussions arise. As discussed in the 
literature review, equity in the book fair space is often discussed in social media 
platforms.  
With this research, however, I did experience some limitations in both the 
planning and conducting stages. One of the primary limitations I experienced was time; I 
was limited both in terms of time to complete this research and my own personal 
availability (a full-time graduate student who works part-time). If I had more time, and 
greater resources, more research could be conducted involving an examination of other 
school book fairs across the United States.  
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In addition, given more time, I would pursue a greater triangulation of 
methods. Due to the nature of my methods, I was not be able to conduct a content 
analysis of what books are selected for book fairs. While this data could provide a 
different perspective on diversity, equity, and inclusion in school book fairs, and would 
also be worth exploring, for the purposes of this study I was not be able to fully address 
this topic. A reader might expect me to compare schools across different school districts- 
but as described in my sampling section, with intent to find appropriate samples and with 
my time limitations, both my ‘subjects’ were Wake County, NC schools. Perspectives 
from other regions would benefit this research. 
Finally, another limitation to this study is one that has impacted research across 
the field and the globe: the COVID-19 pandemic. When conceptualizing this project, I 
had envisioned being able to visit the school libraries in order to meet with the librarians, 
see the physical space where the book fairs are held, and potentially see 
artifacts/materials from the fairs. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews had to 
be conducted virtually and I was not able to visit the physical locations.  
I think the impacts of this project would be firstly to help present ways of 
implementing a book fair at one’s school in an equitable way; thus far, there has not been 
significant research in the field regarding the problematic and inequitable aspects of 
Scholastic Book Fairs, or what role book fairs as a whole play in school libraries and 
students’ perception of that space. Ultimately, with this research I could foresee an 
impact both in academic research and in practice. One could follow-up on this research to 
analyze the books available through Scholastic Book Fairs to see how diverse they are, 
and if they reflect the lives and experiences of students. Or, this study could be expanded 
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to explore more cases across both the state of North Carolina and the United 
States as a whole. These additional case studies could yield further insights and enhance 
recommendations for promoting equity in book fair and school library spaces. I also 
believe this research may have an impact on practice – both for my own practice in the 
field as a school librarian, as well as for other practitioners. The school librarians featured 
in this comparative case study offered recommendations, tips, and suggestions that other 
school librarians may wish to utilize. Librarians in the field may find it helpful to 
reference this paper’s recommended resources section.  
The librarians who participated in this research spoke to the importance of 
providing equitable programs, services, and collections in school libraries. Book fairs can 
spark joy, excitement, and be a communal event that brings the community together; 
however, they can also create and reinforce inequitable experiences for students. 
Pursuing avenues with which to make sure that that same joy is being shared with all of 
our students should be a priority for any school librarian hosting book fairs. Julie Stivers 
and Angie Headley’s book fairs show that equity can be incorporated into any book fair, 
including Scholastic Book Fairs. If a school has an established history and support for 
Scholastic Book Fairs, or if the PTA benefits from such a book fair, there are still 
methods to ensure that the experience is more equitable and inclusive of all students. 
Beyond the traditional model of a book fair, there also exists opportunity for change and 
the dismantlement of systemic inequities. Implementing a ‘True Book Fair’ in more 
schools could help reduce some of the reading trauma that exists for students.  
Exploring equity literacy in school libraries allows for librarians to confront 
systemic, historic, and ongoing injustices in the public education system. While book 
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fairs can serve as one example of exclusive and harmful experiences for 
students, inequities can exist across programs, services, and collections, and school 
librarians must continually confront, challenge, and reflect on their libraries in order to 
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Appendix A. Interview Guide 
 
Background & Contextual Information 
  
1. What is your background in libraries as a whole, and specifically, what is your 
background in school libraries? 
2. Can you describe your current role?  
3. On a broader level, how would you describe the role of the school librarian? 
4. How would you describe the community you serve? 
5. How do you identify key stakeholders in the community? 
6. How do you make your library a welcoming environment for students? 
7. Did you have any experiences with book fairs when you were a young student, 
and if so, what were they like?  
 
Operations & Processes of the Book Fair 
 
1. Can you please describe for me how your book fair operates? 
a. What book providers/vendors do you utilize for book fairs, and does that 
differ from vendors that you use for your collection? 
b. How diverse are the materials used in your book fair? 
c. What is your process for preparing for your book fair? 
d. Have you changed your approach/process for book fairs? 
2. How are other community members involved in the book fair? 
3. What do you feel are the benefits of book fairs for schools and students, and what 
are potential drawbacks? 
4. What challenges, if any, have you encountered while implementing book fairs at 
your library?  
5. Have there been any challenges related to IDEA principles (inclusion, diversity, 





1. Is there a focus on diversity and equity initiatives at your school, and if so, please 
describe them. 
2. Is there a focus on diversity and equity initiatives at your library, and if so, please 
describe them. 
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3. Paul Gorski defines an equity-literate educator as “one who is able to 
recognize, redress, and challenge biases and inequities in a learning 
environment”. 
a. Do you think a school librarian can be an equity-literate educator, and if 
so, how?  
4. Have you witnessed, or heard about, any inequitable or negative experiences 
related to book fairs, either at your setting or at other school settings?  
5. If there are such experiences, whether it is from personal experience or from 
hearing about such experiences secondhand, how could they have been 
prevented?  
6. Have you witnessed, or heard about, any positive experiences related to book 
fairs, either at your setting or at other school settings? 
7. What measures do you currently take (ie, policies) in an effort to provide an 
equitable experience for students?  
8. What services do you currently provide in an effort to create an equitable 




1. Do you have any advice for school librarians who are conducting book fairs?  
2. Are there any resources that you would recommend for school librarians holding 
book fairs?  
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Appendix B. Recruitment Email Template 
Subject: Invitation to Participate in UNC MSLS Student Research Study 
 
Hello (Participant Name),   
  
My name is Megan Boland, and I am a MSLS student at the University of North 
Carolina- Chapel Hill’s School of Information and Library Science. I am writing to invite 
you to participate in my research study titled “Class Consciousness in the School 
Library: An Examination of Equity and Book Fairs”.   
  
You are eligible to be in this study because you are a school librarian who has 
experience with book fairs in a public school setting. The general purpose of this study is 
to explore how school libraries address issues of equity and inclusivity in the book fair 
space. I obtained your contact information from a referral from one of the faculty 
members at UNC SILS. If you were to participate in this study, your participation would 
be confidential and voluntary, and you are welcome to ask any questions, stop 
participating in the research study, or withdraw consent at any point during the study 
without penalty or consequence. This research has been deemed exempt from requiring 
IRB approval.    
  
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in two interviews 
lasting approximately 45 minutes each via Zoom. These interviews would be scheduled 
at a time convenient to your schedule. I would like to record the interview sessions via 
the Zoom software and then will transcribe the audio recording. I then intend to analyze 
the interviews through an open coding procedure. Other than potential discomfort in 
answering these questions, risks will be minimal for participants. As mentioned above, 
your responses will be kept confidential and no identifiable information will be shared in 
the final research paper, unless you prefer otherwise.   
  
Once again, your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  If you'd like to 
participate or if you have any questions about the study, please contact me 
at mkboland@live.unc.edu or at (612) 578-8760. My research advisor, Dr. Casey 
Rawson, can be reached at rawson@live.unc.edu.   
  
Thank you very much and have a nice day.   
  








Appendix C. Informed Consent Form 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Research Information Sheet 
IRB Study #: 20-3611 
Principal Investigator: Megan Boland 
 
The purpose of this research study is to see how book fairs are conducted in public school 
libraries and how book fairs can be conducted in equitable ways.  You are being asked to 
take part in a research study because you are a public school librarian who has experience 
and expertise in conducting book fairs at public schools.  
 
Being in a research study is completely voluntary. You can choose not to be in this 
research study. You can also say yes now and change your mind later.  
 
If you agree to take part in this research, you will be asked to participate in semi-
structured interviews regarding your experiences and insights regarding school book 
fairs. Your participation in this study will take about 1.5 hours, consisting of two virtual 
meetings lasting approximately 45 minutes each. We expect that two people will take part 
in this research study. 
 
The possible risks to you in taking part in this research are: 
▪ Feeling uncomfortable while answering questions for this study 
▪ Potential loss of confidentiality of data  
The possible benefits to you for taking part in this research are: 
▪ Sharing out your expertise and insights into the school book fair experience, 
which can benefit the LIS field and other school librarians 
 
To protect your identity as a research subject, the research data will not be stored with 
your name and the researcher will not share your information with anyone. In any 
publication about this research, your name or other private information will not be used if 
you so choose. The researcher will verify at the beginning of the first interview if you 
wish to have your identity undisclosed. If at any point before, during, or after the 
interview process, you request to have your identity undisclosed in publication, it will be. 
If you choose to have your identity protected, any identifiable information about you, or 
the specifics of your school or work in the field, will be anonymized.  
 
If you have any questions about this research, please contact the Investigator named at 
the top of this form by calling (612) 578-8760 or emailing mkboland@live.unc.edu. If 
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you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you 
may contact the UNC Institutional Review Board at 919-966-3113 or by email to 
IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
